Not more than ten years had gone by after the dissolution of the Soviet Union when it looked like communism suffered its final historical strike. Yet already in the early 2000s the new world order of triumphant capitalism was called "old news" and the post-communism era was sarcastically branded "the shortest ever in world history". Suddenly, the economic crisis of 2008 enriched the editors of Marx's "Capital". Two impromptu conferences under the slogan "The Idea of Communism" then gathered full houses both in London and New York, signaling that the communist doctrine was once again able to capture the imagination of the masses.
Those who were born in the USSR would hardly recognize the new cast of communism. The title of my paper implies a connection with an epoch rather distant from our time -the Antiquity.
Curiously enough, the newly reborn communist theory relates much more comfortably with the distant past than with the quite recent Soviet legacy. Let us begin with two examples.
On the back cover of Alain Badiou's book, The Communist Hypothesis, there are the following words of his fellow communist, Slavoy Žižek: "Now, more than ever, one should insist on what Badiou calls the "eternal" idea of Communism." 3 Then if one looks in the key section of the book itself, the first reference introduced by the author is to the Ancient Greek philosopher, Plato. 4 According to Badiou, the idea of communism is the idea of ideas, interpreted from its original context as the idea of the Good from the central passages of Plato's Republic.
Today the association of the two ideas, of communism and of the Good, is a common place rather than an exception. The most closely related to us in time is coupled here with the most remote, the Present is coupled with the Antiquity. This unlikely match is destined to succeed at the cost of the intermediary, the History. Badiou includes a historical element, along with a political and a subjective one, among the preconditions for the idea of communism to function.
Yet the mention of history in this triad is a burdensome inevitability. Badiou ought to keep in mind everything which went on with communism in the 20 th century. However, for him a fresh start is the most important. 5 For that to succeed today, history must be rid of the paramount significance it enjoyed within the communist theory of the past. Historical events are simply temporal localizations of true politics. History does not have a master plan, but that is not all. 3 Badiou A. 2010. The Communist Hypothesis. Verso Books. 4 Ibid. P. 229. 5 Badiou insists that history does not exist at all as something real; there is only the communist idea which has a supra-historical status. 6 Such theoretical attempts to depose history of the benefit of eternity pursue two practical goals.
Firstly, it is a late response to "the end of history" doctrine that spread over the entire world after the breakup of the Soviet block. As with any reaction, the hypothesis of Badiou carefully preserves some traits of what it has rejected, i.e. the confidence that history has come to an end, since it does not play a significant part in his theory anymore. Secondly, the larger history has to be sacrificed because of a more local one, but is poisoned with the negative and ill-fated connotations of the Soviet experience. Contemporary communism theorists might have chosen to cross out only this period of time, yet instead they neutralize the whole historical dimension. Kovalev had a great deal of respect for the German philologist, but this did not stop him from blaming Diels for the typical vice of any bourgeois scientist: the "modernization of Antiquity". 10 Even today, in the midst of a scholarly dispute in Russia, one may hear the same accusation of the modernization of the past, albeit its original meaning has been gradually washed away.
Speaking at least about domestic scholarship, Lenin's "On the State" lecture, delivered in Sverdlov Universtity in 1919 is an obvious textual source of the accusation. The lecture was published ten years later in 1929. 11 It was this publication that was considered the blueprint for research were wasted and many promising academic careers broken. Back then the ideological order helped communist leaders make some political sense out of studies of the remote past.
They stimulated academic consolidation in the field which was plagued after the devastation of the pre-revolutionary historical school, and as a result the leading Soviet journal Vestnik Drevnej Istorii (Journal of Ancient History) was founded in 1937.
Since the transition from Antiquity to Medieval times was caused by a new stage in the ongoing class warfare, this historical change was predestined and irreversible, as well as the successive transitions to the capitalist formation and finally to the socialist society. Measured by this theory, the Antiquity was behind the present times not simply by millennia, but by several qualitative leaps in the historical process. Hence, any similarities it might have with the present must be utterly superficial. Maintaining the opposite meant contradicting the entire logic of historical materialism. This was what Kovalev criticized as "modernism" and "modernization":
"Modernism, as the term itself shows, converts the Antiquity into something modern… modernization makes the work of a historian easier, since he or she follows the course of the least resistance: instead of revealing the originality of the relations in the Antiquity, the historian identifies them with some modern relations [which are] well-known to him/her, and then simplifies and lightens the job... Modernization of the Antiquity as a method of class warfare aims (consciously or unconsciously) at the maximum convergence between antique and capitalist relations, and to use this approximation for the struggle against the revolutionary movement of the proletariat". 13 Judging from this criterion, contemporary communism theorists unconsciously participate in class warfare, and not on the side of the proletariat. Yet, Kovalev shows some lenience toward such a prominent scholar as Hermann Diels, differentiating between "delicate" and "vulgar" types of modernism:
"[Diels' method] is a very delicate modernism, but still a modernism … for us, [the Marxists,] … there is much more than mere continuity in history; ruptures of the continuity, leaps, emergence of the new qualities. For modernists there is only continuity, that becomes in its logical development the vulgar and traditional cliché: "So it was, so it will be"… Again, … [Diels] shows no vulgar modernism. Diels would never humiliate himself with some crude distortion of the Antiquity …" 14 13 Diels H. 1934. Antichnaja Tekhnika (Ancient Technique). Moscow. P. 10-11. 14 Ibid. P. 11.
Hence, when Slavoy Žižek insisted on the existence of the eternal idea of communism preserving itself and ever returning in history, 15 then, from the standpoint of the early Soviet scholarship of Antiquity, 16 he vulgarly modernized history and asserted some bourgeois triviality. Curiously, To sum up the remarkable divergence between the contemporary communism theorists and the Soviet practices, it is worth mentioning two more features. The first feature is again determined by the stance on a premise of the doctrine of historical materialism, which holds that a change of social formations follows from a change in the mode of production, i.e. it is caused by some economic development. Paradoxically, aside from the routine criticism of neoliberal economic policies, the contemporary communism theory pays much less attention, if any, to the economic dimension of the idea of communism. Even the ideal for today's communism is not the implementation of the classical Marxist slogan, "From each according to his ability, to each according to his need", but some sort of political equality. One may get even the impression that the surge of interest in Marx's Capital with the economic crisis in the background and the renewal of interest in the communist theory are two contemporary but essentially different processes. 15 Ibid. P. 217. 16 Inevitably, it sought an appropriate model by recourse to the past. 18 Paperny V. 1996. Kultura Dva (Culture 'Two'). Moscow: NLO.
In this connection Žižek points out the cultural significance of the anniversary of Alexander Pushkin's death in 1937. Well in advance, at the end of 1935, the government set up the AllUnion Pushkin Committee. Masses of workers and peasants were engaged in the preparations for the anniversary. They actively studied the literature legacy of the great poet, firstly though his most accessible works, the fairy tales. Although these facts are common knowledge, Žižek stands out because he pursues this line of argumentation up to a curious rhetorical climax, when he discusses the impact of Stalin's "humanization" on the mode of political decision making in the postwar generation of Soviet rulers. 19 According to his interpretation, this was the ultimate cause when Khrushchev refused to follow the radical advice of his comrade, Castro, who tried to persuade him to use nuclear weapons in the conflict with the USA. The world was saved -and all thanks to Pushkin's fairy tales, one might suggest.
Clearly, the cultural foundation of the Soviet normality and of Stalin's absolutist power was classicism in general, which was in turn based on the antique legacy. Hence, it was not Lenin with the New Economic Policy, but Stalin with the "humanist normalization" who returned to the ancient Greek origins of the civilization. However, it did not happen in the search for the eternal idea of communism. On the contrary, this was a successful attempt to expel revolutionary radicalism beyond the scope of the unfolding socialist project.
In the end, the Soviet experience of the 1920-30s presents a highly diverse picture in respect to the classical Antiquity, from the ideological rejection to the inevitable return to its cultural legacy. This may explain the improbable appearance of such masterpieces -bluntly alien, but at the same time deeply implanted in the eclectic spirit of the era -as Strogiy yunosha (A Severe Young Man); director Abram Room (1936), the original script Iurii Olesha (1934) . The resolution of the trust, "Ukrainfilm", to put a ban on the movie on June 10 th 1936, stated that:
"not only did the director never try to overcome the ideological and aesthetic viciousness of the original script, but he did his best to sharply emphasize and throw out its alien "philosophical" foundation and the false visual system". In his speech at the Congress, Olesha defined communism as both an economic and a moral system. To the first implementers of the moral side of communism he reckoned the younger generation of Soviet people. In his words, "the new socialist attitude to the world is a humane one in the purest sense. It is like the return of the youth". 24 Though this double identification of communism with the ethics of virtues and of virtue with the youth, Olesha was able to resolve an internal conflict that had tormented him during the first years of the new regime. He thought to 23 belong to the older generation of Soviet people that would not have a chance to see the communist future. The shift from the economic side of communism and the logic of historical materialism to the creative principle of the new society immediately reveals its affinity to Antiquity as the eternal and creative youth of the world.
